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Introduction
We will explore the effects of negative life events on
students’ perceptions of their future identity and if there
is no change, or even a positive effect. Experiencing
negative life events (NLEs), such as death of a family
member or being in an accident, have been shown to
increase depression and suicidal behavior in
adolescents, as well as risk their educational identity
and decrease school participation (Sandin, 1998; Kraaij,
2003). Forming an identity is a key developmental task
for adolescents (Erikson, 1968). We know that positive
coping can also impact adolescent health outcomes
(Meeus, 2011). We know less about how these three
factors may impact the patterns of associations for
young people. Our study is novel in investigating how
coping might impact the relationship between
experiencing negative life events and perceptions of
future identity.

Background
● Negative life events are a top cause of depression and
suicidal behaviors in adolescents (Kraaij, 2003)
● Daryl Bem states that identity is formed by a person
observing their behaviors and inferring from those
behaviors what their beliefs are (Carroll, 2021). For
example, a child feels happy going to dance class every
week, so they infer that they must be a person who likes to
dance.
● There are a couple factors we know support adolescents
dealing with negative life events:
○ A positive role model in school, such as a supportive
teacher (Yisrael, 2012)
○ A supportive and close parent-child relationship (Meeus,
2011)
● Research done on the link between negative life events as
a child and how that affects a person as an adult shows a
positive correlation with with identity confusion and
emotional dysregulation (Dereboy et al., 2018)

Is the Relationship between Negative Life Events and Identity attenuated by Problem-Focused Coping?

Methods
Participants
● n = 9,527 participants
● Aged 11-18 years old, Grades 6-12th in middle
and high public schools
● 51% female-identifying and 49% male-identifying
participants

Procedures
● Data collected via Integrated Community
Engagement (ICE) research group in West
Virginia
● Students were administered a survey in school
● Survey re-administered after one year, longitudinal
data acquired and reviewed

Conclusion

Results
In the final model, all control variables were significant; older
white females were more likely to indicate higher positive
future identity. The final interaction model showed a significant
interaction term between NLEs and Coping.

Bivariate Correlation
Negative Life Events were significantly, moderately and
negatively related to Positive Future Identity (r=-.22). As
adolescents experienced more negative life events they were
less likely to indicate high positive future identity.

Implications
Our findings are important for understanding the
effects of negative life events on adolescents’ identity.
Initial findings showed the more NLEs students
experienced, the less likely they were to have a strong
positive future identity. However, our interaction model
showed that having problem-focused coping attenuated
that relationship. This relationship provides support for a
potential effective intervention approach of teaching
problem-focused coping to young people, particularly
those who have been identified as having experienced a
greater number of NLEs. Teaching problem focused
coping could have implications in schools,
extracurricular activities or even therapeutic practices.

Data Analysis Approach
● Bivariate Correlation between key study variables
● Hierarchical Multiple Regression to test Interaction
Model
● Dependent variable = students’ perception of
positive future identity

Hierarchical Multiple Regression
Measures
Positive Future Identity
● Measured with 7 items; Cronbach’s 𝞪=.94
● Sample Item: “I have a definite sense of purpose in
life”
● “APSI Sense of Identity” scale Lounsbury,
Huffstetler, Leong, & Gibson (2005)
Problem Focused Coping
● Measured with 5 items; Cronbach’s 𝞪= .90
● Sample Item: “I get help and advice from other
people”
Negative Life Events
● Used as a count measure of 17 potential negative
life event ranging from school expulsion to death of
a parent or sibling.

As it is already known, negative life events can have
a myriad of effects on an individual, and they are
amplified for an adolescent. Our results revealed that
several factors have an impact on an adolescent’s
perception of their future identity, Gender, race, age,
problem-focused coping, and the number of negative life
events experienced all affected the degrees to which
adolescents perceive their positive future identity.

Results of the final model were significant (F(6, 9527)=
601.16, p<.01). The final model accounted for 27.4% of the
change in the dependent variable; Positive Future Identity.

Interaction Model: Positive Future Identity
Variables

Gender
Race
Age
CopingT1
NLEscountT1
NLEsxCopingT1

Model R2=.27

B

Std. Error

Beta

.73
.72
.21
.68
.39
.01

.12
.12
.03
.02
.04
.03

.05
.05
.06
.44
.24
.08

.00
.00
.00
.00
.00
.00

